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temporary Art Collections Fund when I wanted to secure Augustus
John's Smiling Woman and other things outside the horizon of the Tate
Gallery Trustees. Of Steer she writes:
Not long before he died I found myself telling him something about my father that
I had never dreamt of mentioning to anyone before. I never heard him say a thing that
was not rooted in sense and sensibility. One of my proudest boasts is that in a letter he
told me I was a valued friend!
There were the draughts of course.
About 1933 he made an exception to his rule of not dining out, but on arrival said
a man had sneezed in No. 31 bus, and he had bought a box of his favourite lozenges,
a sort unknown to me. Tonks was tickled to find us both sucking. Another time he
came worried because Henry James had kept him talking, dragging his words out as
was his wont, at a street corner', and Steer was inclined to think the wind was East,
As time went on his range was restricted and his most frequent outing
was to Tonks's studio after dinner. A screen behind the door formed a
recess which held the fire-place. To the right was Tonks's round writing-
table, bearing drinks, and behind it the shelves on which his Littre's
French Dictionary and other engines of literature were disposed. To the
left a little old-fashioned sofa was Steer's seat, whereon, if talk became too
abstract, he could abstract himself in a light slumber. This is the scene of
one of those little pictures in which Tonks, uniting the two sides of his
talent, gave a new turn to the eighteenth-century Conversation piece9,
making it fondly humorous instead of primly civil, and quickening thus
the more static poses of his painting with biographic life and fun. An
Evening in The Vale portrayed George Moore, reading the manuscript of
his latest novel to the host and his friends, St. John and Mary Hutchinson;
Steer too, but relaxed in his seat, hands.crossed above his dinner, eyes
closed and mind evidently lulled and gendy rapt away, though not beyond
the alert of a good story or personal discussion. A second scene was the
morning-room ih Steer's house and presented a back view of its master,
giving tea to his old nurse and her gossips in all the wide-spreading baggi-
ness of the clothes that shielded him from insidious airs.1 Nothing could be
less like the conventional interior and company of an artist. The room
spoke of no 'aesthetic' mode, looking, but for a good mantelpiece, like the
cosy parlour of ari old-fashioned lodging-house; one, however, in whose
cupboards and on whose walls a treasure of prints and china had survived.
Our house, to Steer and Tonks, with their accumulation of collector's
lumber, was a byword of 'chastity'. In yet another of those pieces, Sodakf,
the room was Steer's again, with two figures about the fire, one of them
a fourth in this rare sodality, a super-Sickert, sprawled horizontally in a
1 Step, 60.